Background: A growing interest in the concept of communities of practice (CoP) has been recently observed in several academic fields. They include organizational studies (the topics of knowledge management and organizational learning in particular) and education. However, the notion is used in various contexts. It is sometimes perceived as a social construct, but at some other times as a virtual community or informal group sponsored by an organization for the purpose of making it easier to share knowledge or learn. Objectives: The main aims of the paper are: 1) to identify the main characteristics of the CoP in IT sector, 2) to identify and describe the knowledge management tools used by CoP, 3) and to identify and analyse customer knowledge of CoP. Method: The research assumed an exploratory character. The case study and survey methods with application of structured questionnaire were used. Results: The CoP is little effective form of stimulating business processes and market, despite application of a broad range of activities undertaken for the purpose of creation of the so-called knowledge communities by the entities of IT sector and internet activity declared by respondents. Conclusion: Poor knowledge of CoP as well as the awareness of participation in its structures among the recipients, who are additionally active users of new technologies including mostly the Internet, may also be caused by the lack of experience in the sphere of studied knowledge-based relationships or priority character of ventures of directly measurable business results. Determinants of CoP creation and directions of its development may constitute an interesting area for further studies. As organizations grow in size, geographical scope, and complexity it is increasingly apparent that sponsorship and support of groups such as community of practice (CoP) becomes a method of increasing the effectiveness of business processes, including creation of target markets. Communities of practice become the object and the tool of knowledge management, and marketing knowledge management. Thus, this article aims at defining CoP forms and their tools. The main sources of theoretical analyses are scientific literature and journals, specifically those publications devoted to CoP as knowledge management tool. Next section concentrates on a case study, based on the entities of IT sector, which have used a broad range of activities and tools for the creation of the knowledge communities. Intel company is one of the leaders in implementation of researched concept of community. The identification and grouping of the CoP's tools were the research goal, in this part. The method of critical analysis of Internet webpages of IT sector leaders in Poland and in the world, and the analyses of articles, particularly of sponsored interviews presented in specialist IT magazines, were applied. This article aims at identifying and describing the customer knowledge of CoP, too. This 'customer knowledge of CoP' is expressed, among others, DOI: 10.2478DOI: 10. /orga-2014 by their addressees' level of knowledge about the tools, and their involvement in communities of knowledge. To reach this goal, the survey method with application of structured questionnaire was used. Finally, results of the study are discussed and some conclusions are drawn .
Introduction
As organizations grow in size, geographical scope, and complexity it is increasingly apparent that sponsorship and support of groups such as community of practice (CoP) becomes a method of increasing the effectiveness of business processes, including creation of target markets. Communities of practice become the object and the tool of knowledge management, and marketing knowledge management.
Thus, this article aims at defining CoP forms and their tools. The main sources of theoretical analyses are scientific literature and journals, specifically those publications devoted to CoP as knowledge management tool. Next section concentrates on a case study, based on the entities of IT sector, which have used a broad range of activities and tools for the creation of the knowledge communities. Intel company is one of the leaders in implementation of researched concept of community. The identification and grouping of the CoP's tools were the research goal, in this part. The method of critical analysis of Internet webpages of IT sector leaders in Poland and in the world, and the analyses of articles, particularly of sponsored interviews presented in specialist IT magazines, were applied. This article aims at identifying and describing the customer knowledge of CoP, too. This 'customer knowledge of CoP' is expressed, among others,
Community of practice in theory
Marketing knowledge resources are such intellectual assets that are the sum of knowledge of employees, teams of employees, cooperating entities, network partners and customers that an organization applies in its market activities which may determine the structural dimension of knowledge management. In structural approach, marketing knowledge management consists in managing people and their competences, and it is a database of knowledge about the customers and cooperating entities, as well as exchange of information between the enterprise and customer / cooperating entity, for the purpose of acquiring, satisfying and retaining them. It is a system of tools, processes and culture that is developed for the purpose of improving, creating, sharing and applying specific knowledge for the process of making decision by corporation, including the marketing ones (De Long and Seemann, 2000) .
Formation of long-term integrator relationships with network partners, including the customers, for the purpose of involving them in the process of external co-formation of particularly tacit knowledge while transforming tacit knowledge of the network integrator into explicit knowledge for internal environment of the network, is very important in marketing knowledge management (according to the Japanese concept of knowledge management, see Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995, pp. 44-45) . People often talk about 'community' or 'collectivity' of entities that jointly perform research and jointly use and multiply knowledge resources (Sawhney and Prandelli, 2000, pp. 44-45) for synergic creation of values. In many organizations, communities of practice have become an integral part of organizational structure (McDermott and Archibald, 2010) .
The notion of Community of Practice (CoP) was formulated for the first time in 1991 by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (Aubry et al., 2011, pp.42-56) . They defined it as the major element of their theory of 'situated learning'. This theory referred to workplace learning as the one that takes place through participation in practice and interaction with colleagues and not through formal instruction or training. The community of practice is described here as a group in which we observe learning processes as occurring among its members naturally as individuals become competent in practice. Becoming a full member of such a community depends on competence in other members' view (Lave and Wenger, 1991) . According to Bredillet (2004) , community of practice members 'learn by participating in the community and practicing their jobs'. At the beginning, the concept constituted an analytic aid that let describe how learning occurred in the workplace and then it became the tool for businesses applied to increase the 'knowledge assets' possessed by the employees (Ranmuthugala, et al., 2011) . Community of practice is the concept that has been evolving and we can find its multiple forms can be found in reality. Scarbrough and Swan (2008) opted for accepting diversity in the forms of communities of practice. They perceive the concept of the community of practice as representing historically specific expression of self-strengthening relationships between learning, identity, group formation and social practices, rather than a separate discrete social grouping. Duguid (2008) indicated that the community of practice is currently a management tool: 'We also get a theory that appeals strongly not only to business schools, but also to management consultants: it is instrumental, operational, and promises only beneficial results'. Thus primary approach to learning perceived as improvisation and autonomy is no longer functioning and it is replaced by something totally opposite: following principles and avoiding improvisation of any kind (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger and Snyder, 2000) . Duguid (2008) perceives this managerial approach to the community of practice as a traditional viewpoint in which any form of improvisation and autonomy are overcome by control. Therefore the community of practice may be understood as being rapidly domesticated (Duguid, 2008) . Nonetheless, Duguid (2008) stated that just like any other construct, this one is proceeding according to its own path. Wenger and Snyder (2000) presented an example of managerial domestication of the community of practice. They supported the idea of communities of practice as a new management instrument aiming at business results that included helping to drive strategy, starting new business lines and others. It can be stated that research into community of practice was targeted at two separate areas that might be referred to as organizational studies interpretation and knowledge management interpretation. The first field highlights the theory development while describing new organizational communities of practice. The other group stresses the business value of communities of practice aiming at identifying, supporting and / or launching strategic communities of practice for the purpose of managing organizational knowledge (Murillo 2011, p. 5) . In the article, the second interpretation of CoP as the knowledge management tool is dominant.
Etienne Wenger uses the three elements of engagement, enterprise and practices to join the concepts of community and practice into a unitary construct. She does this by describing three dimensions of practice as the source of coherence of a community (of practice), i.e., as what makes that particular kind of community coherent. She thus describes them as constitutive or defining dimensions of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) The presence of these three dimensions in a group is a necessary and sufficient condition for the existence of a community of practice (Murillo, 2011, p. 5 ).
Virtual communities of practice in theory
Due to virtualization of the environment of functioning of entities, the concept of community of practice finds its place in the concept of VCoP (Virtual Community of Practice) that has been developed with reference to CoP concept. Virtual Community of Practice is a community of practice developed on the basis of Internet. According to CoP definition, in Lave and Wenger's opinion, VCoP must include active participants that are experienced people and experts in a specific area (Wenger, 2007) . Community members must participate in the process of collective knowledge exchange and formation. They acquire knowledge in the process of learning and through relationships with the group, as a result of synchronic interactions (Wenger, McDermott and Snyder, 2002) . CoP provides virtual space in which people participate without language, geographical or cultural barriers (Gray, 2004, pp. 20-35) . Considering the level of activity of the participants, we can distinguish regular and peripheral activity of participants, consisting in information receiving and personal learning rather than co-creation of value (Riverin and Stacey, 2008, pp.45-58) . Dubé, Bourhis and Jacob made a typology of virtual community of practice. According to their research they identified three major types: A, B and C (Hara, Shachaf and Stoerger, 2009, pp. 740-757) : n The intention of VCoP A creation is to offer its members a forum where they can share and discuss tacit knowledge and also develop a repertoire of the best practices in their specific area. The goal of an organization is to create the community of practice as a pilot project, to assess how successful it is and to evaluate the potential of tacit knowledge sharing tool. Possibly, they will apply this experience to establish other communities in other areas of professional expertise. Considering this specific orientation VCoP A is formed through a top-down process, however they are not integrated into formal structures of organizations, even though VCoP A members are all professionals in the same field of expertise. n VCoP B is established deliberately by the management of an organization in the private sector. Facilitating environment for a VCoP B is constituted by the values of this organization that include knowledge management, continued development and employees' empowerment. VCoP B is viewed by the organization as a pilot project the goal of which is to assess whether such communities are adequate tools to increase collective learning among people and to report and share best practices. The communities are not really integrated into the organizational structure and are perceived as an experiment that is officially sanctioned and has a short life span. VCoP members regularly meet face-to-face and they communicate mostly through ICT. n VCoP C is created by a large organization of public sector that has a high level of resources at its disposal. Managers establish this community in order to fulfil a clear mandate. They are supposed to share best practices for the purpose of (1) standardizing them across decentralized departments, and (2) making recommendations for improvement. Although VCoP C has rather narrow focus and short life span, it is clearly established within the organization the aim of which is to move towards knowledge sharing. Thus it allocates direct resources to the VCoP. All the community members are the organization employees from its various departments. They all have similar knowledge, experiences and areas of specialty. They all work in various regions of the same state and so geographic dispersion of the community is indifferent. They occasionally collaborate -before the community is established, however they do not have much community experience. As a result of their geographical dispersion they never meet face-to-face and mostly rely on technology while communicating.
The classification of VCoPs (Dube et al, 2006 ) is performed by using the following dimensions: demographics, organizational context, membership characteristics and technology. We can read about it in many recent articles (Tamjidyamcholo, 2013 , pp. 416-421, Grabher and Ibert, 2014 , pp. 97-123, Jaehong, Eunjung and JoongHo, 2012 . Using this typology to scrutinize the three VCoPs, in further part of the article the application of one of the described forms and its effectiveness in practice is presented.
Methods
The two research methods of an in-depth case study analysis and field research with direct questionnaire were used, in this paper. The case study analysis consists in a comprehensive presentation of a real situation occurring in IT sector in regard to knowledge management tools used within the company which is treated as an individual case. It involves seeking for all necessary data enabling its in-depth analysis, formulating possible choice options and making the best possible decision, accompanied by a proper justification (Wiktor, 1996, p.11 ' Computerworld 2013) . It is also one of the best known companies in market according to respondents.
Direct surveys were performed on a sample of 423 students from public universities in Poland who were studying in mural and extramural programs in Management Departments, during marketing management and global marketing lectures, in 2013 (September-October). The selection of respondents is justified by a high percentage of computer and Internet users in this group of people. It ought to be mentioned that an average Polish young person spends about 18 hours a week on-line. It is nearly twice as much the generation of his/her parents (about 10.7 hours) and three times more than the generation of his/her grandparents (6.1 hours). People with university education (17.1 hours on-line) and secondary education (12.8 hours on-line) are predominant here, by The Youth Report (World Internet Project Poland 2010, p. 34) .
For the purpose of identification of VCoP tools, a critical quality analysis of Internet pages selected according to the key notion of 'VCoP tools' that were updated later than in 2010 was applied. Classification of tools is to a large extent a consequence of subjective assessment of tools by their usability for particular forms of VCoP. They are described in chapter 3. Apart from descriptive method, the method of simple statistical analyses was applied in the article. Size distribution by selected criteria was applied for analysis of quantitative data. The research results presented in the article are exploratory by nature.
Results

Knowledge management tools in communities of practice
The tools that convey specific character of particular VCoP in the author's view and that were declared by analysed firms, in sponsored articles, are presented in Table 1 . Online collaborative tools, presented above and used in VCoP A, are the means and mediums of working together on the Internet that facilitate collaboration by individuals who may be located in vastly different geographical areas.
One of the possibilities to change the knowledge is using Social Network Services (SNS). Social networking services are spaces on the Internet where users can create their own profile. They are firstly used to increase the sense of belonging to a social group. These services are divided into two categories: external (external social networking ESN), that are the domain of Community of Practice Network and internal (internal social networking ISN) -closed / private communities composed of groups of people from one network, company, association, educational institution or another organization, but also an ESN-created closed group. The group can be created only through invitation from the present participant. The examples of tools are: YouTube, Grono.net, Myspace, Yelp.com and others. VCoP B type may combine the use of online and offline tools. It makes use of the tools used in the VCoP A, but is distinguished by the use of personalized forms of communication and direct communication (face to face), as the way to create and share knowledge. C type, while applying mostly ISN tools, constitutes a slightly different form. It is possible for the companies to use the tools belonging to various VCoP to achieve synergistic effects. (Figure 1 ). The tools of program implementation in the sphere of strategy of formation and exploitation of community of knowledge in this IT case have social, cultural and also technological nature, with elements of financial support (table 2) .
This method of acting is the expression of creation of global community of knowledge, a specific technology park, and thus, the educated target segments. In view of Intel Company, it is also a manifestation of implementation of Intel business ethics program.
Awareness and the level of customer engagement in a Community of Practice -example of Poland
The survey consisting of a questionnaire including 8 substantial questions and 2 others referring to respondents' particulars (place of living and living standards) was filled in by the respondents (Table 3) . The open-ended question: What do you associate the term 'community of practice with'? was most often responded in the following way: n a group of people who share a common concern and goal n a group of people who like the same things and buy similar products n a group of people who is engaged in a process of collective learning n a group of people that contact the company directly n a process of learning in groups n the program of knowledge diffusion n some institutions and organizations like: universities, scientific groups, even the library. Most of them have had really big difficulties with defining the term. Most of students answered the question, but the answers were frequently far from being related to the definition of 'knowledge communities'.
While answering the question: "Do you think that you are a member of a community of practice? If so, which one?" most of respondents said that they were not aware of being a part of any community of practice (73%). Some of them (nearly 50%) added that they were possibly the participants in the university community (students' community). Only 12% said that maybe they were but they could not give any name. 15 per cent of respondents said that they were a part of community of practice in the field of software (7%), fashion (5%), and education (3%).
On the other hand, the open-ended question: "What is reflected in your participation in a community of practice?" was responded by stating that the most popular forms of participation in communities of knowledge, in respondents' opinions, are: n visiting websites n exchanging opinions between participants n active participation in classes at university and research groups, with participating practitioners. The students who participated in the survey are mainly users of Facebook but also 'nasza klasa' and twitter (Table 4) The students use forums, newsgroups, chat rooms, newsletters and blogs, listed in table 4. Unfortunately, despite broad familiarity with Internet tools and declarations of their use, the knowledge of Intel Company projects created for the benefit of community of practice is very poor. Microsoft Support System -9 people The question: "Have you ever been invited to participate in any IT community of practice?" was not answered positively by any of the respondents. However, there were some negative answers and in some other cases the question was left unanswered.
Discussion and conclusion
The entities of the sector in which knowledge is the key resource, and such is the studied entity of the IT sector, apply intensive activities in the sphere of new ways of knowledge creating, acquiring and sharing. In this study, this is expressed by multiplicity of tools used by the studied companies. The tools can be shared into three groups. The most commonly used group of tools by IT firms, in their declaration, is group B. It's illustrated by Intel case study, for example. But, the IT companies are aware of possibility to use the tools belonging to various VCoP, to gain synergistic effects, in most opinion.
We can observe noticeable computerization of society, expressed by the aforementioned number of hours spent online per week, particularly by people with secondary and university education. But, the awareness and involvement in community knowledge is marginal. Only 15 per cent of respondents are aware of being a part of any community of practice, despite broad familiarity with Internet tools. The social group that, as it seems, is most active with respect to using computer tools and techniques, does not know the concept of 'knowledge communities' that is intensely created by the IT entities. Only 14 per cent of respondents knew at least one example of the Intel projects. Even if the concept of CoP was recognized, it was perceived very broadly and generally as a group of people, a group of institutions, a process and program of knowledge diffusion, which altogether made the structure of the studied phenomenon. Declared use of social networking and online tools is rather not associated with participation in the knowledge communities or certainly it is not a conscious activity of the respondents, or a consequence of previous face to face relationships, that were based on the knowledge diffusion.
The results of research are not a consequence of the lack of knowledge of the projects selected to study the entities, because in general, the respondents are not able to name any programs of any company aiming at knowledge exchanging with broadly perceived environment or just the target market. The most of respondents do not show interest in participation in communities of knowledge either, while not consciously seeking this form of relationship with other entities.
This study has shown that despite increasing value of the parameters characterizing Polish Information Society and the involvement of business entities in the process of creating, capturing and expanding knowledge in a new way and according to new principles, the knowledge communities are still in the early stages of their life cycle in conditions of Polish market. This situation concerns a lot of companies, actually, regardless of their level of activity in the processes of conscious knowledge diffusion. It seems that still poor experience in the sphere of formation of the level of knowledge-based relationships result in this state of affairs. Besides, the period of economic crisis experienced by business entities, institutions and customers influence priority character of ventures that have direct impact on financial effects. Therefore, studies of determinants of creation of 'Community of Practice' constitute an interesting field for further studies of the author. This exploratory study is certainly a stimulus for continuation of the study, in field research, of a broader subject scope in international perspective and in a broader time perspective.
